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We bid a fond
farewell
Generosity of spirit and dedication to helping others
mark tenure of eight retiring faculty members

T

hese eight individuals have truly shaped our Law School. When
we think of the features of our institution that are most
distinctive, the things that bring the most pride in being part of
UB, we are reminded in countless ways of their efforts and
contributions over many years.
Thanks to them, our Law School has tried to stand for something special.
We’ve aspired to the highest values of service, self-sacrifice and intellectual
innovation. They have been generous to colleagues and have helped many to
become part of the academic community and to realize our potential as scholars
and teachers. They have spent countless hours reading our work, offering
support and encouragement, and guiding us past barriers and obstacles.
Thousands of alumni recall that their student experiences at UB were exciting
and inspiring because they associate their best memories as students with these
eight individuals. They are an important part of the public face of our Law
School, and their stellar reputation has contributed substantially to our favorable
recognition in the world of legal academia and in our community. But most of
all, I think of their generosity of spirit and their dedication to helping others.

Editor’s note: The retirement of
eight faculty is unprecedented in
our history, and we want to
recognize and salute Robert I.
Reis, Alfred S. Konefsky, Dianne
Avery, R. Nils Olsen Jr., Suzanne
E. Tomkins, Anthony H.
Szczygiel, George M. Hezel and
Lynn Mather. In this spring issue
of the Forum we publish tributes
to four in order of their length of
service on the faculty. The
remaining four will be lauded in

With gratitude and affection,
David M. Engel
SUNY Distinguished Service Professor

Tributes begin on Page 24.

the fall issue.
– ILENE FLEISCHMANN, EDITOR
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Impressive intellectual curiosity

R

obert I. Reis started teach-

ing at Buffalo in 1968. I
joined the Law School in
2006, so he had nearly 40
years as an academic under his belt
when we first met. Bob is an impressive
guy, but one of the most impressive
things about him is his willingness to
reinvent himself, to find a new subject
of interest, test it, poke at it and study it
until it finally yields to his intellectual
curiosity. It was one of the things I enjoyed most about having Bob as a colleague.
Bob truly loves the law – that stood
out from our first meeting, which
quickly moved from opening pleasantries to a discussion of the Supreme
Court’s decision in the Grokster copyright case. Bob started his academic career teaching and writing in environmental law. And he continued to keep
up on events in that legal arena. But it
also seems to be the case that Bob was
never going to be satisfied just becoming an expert in one area. His intellectual curiosity led him to research and
teach state and local government, taxation, land use and commercial real estate development, among other subjects.
The reason Bob and I immediately
got to know each other is that Bob decided in the early 2000s that he was interested in intellectual property. IP and
Bob were a natural fit. Bob has a love of
technology. He bought multiple
computers just so he could take
them apart and figure out what
made them tick. Bob harnessed
this interest in technology to the
broader themes of intellectual
property – how to incentivize
creation and best pro-

Robert I. Reis
Professor of Law

mote a rich public domain. For several
years, Bob and I taught the Intellectual
Property Colloquium together. The
class was meant to serve as a capstone
for students interested in specializing in
patent, copyright or trademark law. The
class was different whenever we taught
it. Of course, some of this had to do
with new legal developments, but it also
had to do with Bob’s restless intellect.
Why teach something you already
knew when you could investigate
something different and cutting edge?
The other thing I want to mention
in this short sketch is Bob’s selflessness
as a colleague. He was not only willing

“The reason Bob and I immediately got to
know each other is that Bob decided in
the early 2000s that he was interested in
intellectual property.”
– Professor Mark Bartholomew

to pitch in – teaching classes
that suddenly needed staffing
when someone retired or went
on sabbatical – but he did it
gladly, signing on for multiple
courses in excess of the faculty’s
required teaching load, relishing the challenge of mastering a
new legal topic and doing
whatever he could to help the
Law School. Even though he
was teaching more classes than
me, Bob would constantly ask
me how he could help, if there
was anything he could do to
lighten my burden. And he did
help me, from sharing ideas on
scholarship to reviewing exam
questions to, when I had to
suddenly address a family illness, volunteering (along with
his wonderful wife, Ellen) to
babysit my 2-year-old twins.
After nearly a half-century
of service to the Law School,
Bob is taking a well-deserved
break. But I think he had a lot
of fun while he was here. He
would often refer to teaching and writing in intellectual property as “play.”
Bob’s idea of play made the Law School
a richer place, bettering the lives of his
students and of his colleagues.
– Professor Mark Bartholomew
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A masterful
legal historian

Alfred S.
Konefsky

I

first got to know Fred Konefsky
in 1976, just before he took up
his appointment here on the law
faculty. At the time, he was a
Charles Warren Fellow at Harvard Law
School and teaching a course in American legal history in which I had enrolled. It is no overstatement to say that
the class transformed my life, exposing
me to a kind of history with which I fell
in love, in no small part because of
Fred’s masterful teaching. He would
have us read case after obscure case in
early 19th century American contract,
tort and property law, and then patiently and carefully lead us through a
process of taking an opinion apart to
reveal its rich wider implications.
Many years later, after I came to
Buffalo, I had the good fortune to be
able to co-teach several legal and constitutional history seminars with Fred.
These were among the most pleasurable and satisfying teaching experiences
I have had, and experiences, I believe,
that the students also held dear. Generations of students remember Fred
warmly as a rigorous, inspiring teacher.
What his colleagues also know
about Fred is that he has been unstinting in his willingness to make his time
available to them to read and comment
on their work, and to offer the kind of
comprehensive bibliographical advice
about often obscure sources that only
he has at his fingertips. He has been a
supportive friend to many colleagues at
Buffalo and in the wider profession.
Even now as he is on the verge of retiring, his colleagues and faculty members at other schools seek him out to
read and provide feedback on their
work and to solicit his advice on
sources and publication strategies and
for reassurance that they are on the
right track. He has been a good aca-
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University at
Buffalo
Distinguished
Professor

demic citizen and generous to a fault
with his time.
Although Fred has practiced law
only occasionally, he has an amazingly
sharp legal intelligence. His capacity to
see the weaknesses and contradictions
in arguments is breathtaking. This talent together with his gift for friendship
made him a formidable actor in faculty
politics, of which he was a consummate practitioner. His departure leaves
a political vacuum on the faculty at a
time when the very principle of faculty
self-governance seems to be at risk. Just
last year Fred published a long article
on the future of legal education, arguing for the preservation of law as a
learned profession, in which the public
role of lawyers should not be forgotten.
When he arrived at Buffalo in 1977,
the school was a hot bed of Law and
Society and Critical Legal Studies

scholarship. Though Fred leaned in the
direction of Law and Society, and
could be a sharp critic of Critical Legal
Studies, his scholarship over the years
contained elements from both schools.
He edited several volumes of the Webster Legal Papers while here, and published numerous influential articles on
a wide variety of subjects. His colleagues will miss his scholarly companionship and his unfailing willingness to
offer them his support and counsel.
– Professor Robert J. Steinfeld,
Joseph W. Belluck and Laura L.
Aswad Professor of Civil Justice

“Fred has been a good academic citizen and
generous to a fault with his time.”
– Professor Robert J. Steinfeld
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Dianne Avery
Professor of Law

Her thinking and writing
is nationally recognized

D

ianne Avery has been a part of my experience of the Buffalo Law
School since we arrived, separately together, in 1973. As a friend,
student, graduate and colleague, Dianne is one of the rocks on
which SUNY Buffalo Law has been built. Her thinking and writing
about the law of employment discrimination, women’s rights and gender stereotypes is nationally recognized, and her teaching in these fields, as well as labor law,

property and federal taxation, has been
treasured by students for years.
The core of Dianne’s teaching can
best be illustrated by her casebook on
employment discrimination law written with other members of the Labor
Law Group, a collection of scholars
who have worked to keep the ideals of
the National Labor Relations Act alive
for workers everywhere. In this
book she has striven hard
fairly to present this body
of law that she cares so
much about and at the

same time to make equally clear the
ways that this law made life more difficult for individuals in the workplace
that we sometimes recognize as “the
real world.” Still, I have been regularly
unhappy when it was time for my
friend to update the casebook. My unhappiness was not because the activity
was a waste of Dianne’s time, but because of what the effort took out of her
life, a life that many of us enjoyed when
she had the time to spare.
Dianne’s scholarship has been
marked by the same clarity and con-

cern as her teaching. Whether the topic
was assumptions about women and
their roles as workers or workers’ alleged propensity toward violence, the
disruptiveness of handbilling or the
supposed implausibility of female military cadets, Dianne attempted to present clearly the issue as seen from the
perspective of those individuals whose
lives the law affected. In doing so, she
placed front and center her concern for
the attempts of workers, or women, or
women workers, to better their lives, to
secure some measure of dignity, when
these aspirations were undermined by
unjustified assumptions about humans’ limits or their proper place.
Though necessarily of smaller compass, Dianne brought the same clarity
and concern to the scholarly topics that
she essayed in the employment discrimination casebook. But not just
there. Her name is mentioned numerous times in the first footnote in articles
and books written by others, silent testimony to her efforts to bring out the
clarity and concern implicit in the
scholarship of colleagues and friends, a
generosity with her time and talents
that all appreciated.
In all of her work Dianne has offered an object lesson in the importance
of meticulousness when doing law. She
never accepted the standard “Good
enough for government work.” From
time to time, some of us were inclined
to take the quick and dirty approach,
but were later thankful that Dianne had
bucked our desire to be over and done
with a task and forced us to get it done
right. For that too we love and miss her.
– John Henry Schlegel, University at
Buffalo Distinguished Professor and
Floyd H. and Hilda L. Hurst Faculty
Scholar

“In all of her work Dianne has offered an object lesson in the importance
of meticulousness when doing law. She never accepted the standard
‘Good enough for government work.’ ”
– Professor John Henry Schlegel
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In perhaps his most memorable habeas
corpus case, Nils represented more than
200 inmates incarcerated in Western
New York prisons whose direct appeals
had not been resolved within two years
of their convictions. The lawsuit was settled when the government agreed to
greatly increase resources for courtappointed appellate counsel and enhance administrative oversight of appeals brought by indigent inmates.
Nils also served Western New York as
board member for many public and private institutions and organizations. He
was a longtime publicly elected member
of the Lewiston-Porter Board of Education, and has served on the boards of directors of the New York State Environmental Advocates, the Youngstown Free
Library and Great Lakes United, among
many others. In 2003, in response to a financial crisis facing the City of Buffalo,
Professor of Law and former Dean
New York State established the Buffalo
Fiscal Stability Authority to oversee the
city’s finances. In 2010, Gov. David Paterson appointed Nils chair of the authority,
a position he continues to hold.
Although Nils has served with great
distinction in many powerful leadership
positions at UB and in the community,
he has remained a genuinely humble
man who has always seen himself as a facilitator rather than a manager or “boss.”
Whatever problems and challenges have
ils Olsen is, quite simply, an extraordinary person. If you happen upon been presented to him, he has always apone or two such people in your lifetime, consider yourself fortunate.
proached them as a friend, colleague and
At the Law School, we know Nils for his nine years as dean, four years
equal. When Nils stepped down as dean,
as vice dean for academic affairs, two decades as founder and director
a faculty colleague said to him, in front of
of our clinics, and nearly four decades as a member of the faculty. Study SUNY Bufa packed and appreciative audience of
falo Law’s 125-year history and you will find few if any others who have done as
faculty and alumni,“There is not one
much for the school as Nils. Examine the history of Western New York since 1978
among us who does not regard you as a
colleague and friend, not one among us
when Nils moved here, and you will find civic engagement and public policy.
who has not benefited from your kindfew who have contributed more to the
Nils was the perfect person for the
ness, caring, concern, inspiration and the
community.
latter role, having spent decades as a pub- great personal sacrifices you have made
In addition to his distinguished serv- lic interest lawyer. Nils represented
to take care of us. Speaking for myself,
ice to the Law School, Nils has been a key dozens of citizen environmental groups and I think many others, you are family.”
member of the University’s leadership
and several local municipalities in disTo repeat: Nils Olsen is, quite simply,
team, providing advice and counsel to
putes ranging from the siting of hazan extraordinary person.
presidents and provosts for decades,
ardous-waste incinerators to the drafting
chairing the Intercollegiate Athletics
local land-use planning legislation. Nils
– Charles P. Ewing, SUNY
Board (which contributed significantly
also served as court-appointed counsel
Distinguished Service Professor and
to the growth and success of UB’s Diviin scores of federal habeas corpus cases
Director of the Advocacy Institute
sion I athletics), and leading the UB 2020 and frequently argued before the local
strategic planning group charged with
federal district court as well as the U.S.
strengthening the University’s focus on
Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit.

R. Nils Olsen Jr.

Few have done as much
for the Law School

N

“Nils has been a key member of the University’s
leadership team, providing advice and counsel
to presidents and provosts for decades.”
– Professor Charles P. Ewing
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